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Black Maroons 

in War 

and Peace 




The slaveholders of the New World faced military challeng e 
not only from slaves in open revolt but also from those who 
fl ed the plantatio ns, grouped themselves in runaway commu - 
nities, and waged guerrilla warfare . T hese maroons (c i mar - 
rones , matrons , qtnhrnbolos) plagued every slave society in 
which mountain s, swam ps, o r other terrain p rovided a hin - 
t erland into which slaves could flee . Some maroon communi - 
ties became powerful enough to force the European power s 
into formal peace treaties designed to pacify the interio r 
while rccounizinti the freedom and autonomy of the rebels . 
Jamaica and Surinam provided the most famous of these 
cases, which had counterparts in Mexico, Venezuela, and 
elsewhere. The Portuguese, as early as the seventeenth cen- 
tury, had unsuccessfully offered terms to the great quilombo 
of Palmares, and even the haughty French came to terms with 
several thousand maroons near the Spanish border of Saint- 
Domingue. The terms of the various treaties usually granted 
the maroons freedom and autonomy in return for a pjedge o f 
allegiance to the colonial regim e, i ncluding the duty to re - 
turn new runaways and to defend the public orde r— -that is , 
to suppress slave rebellions . The Catholic countries also re- 
quired adherence to the Church. Relations between maroons 
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Black Maroons in War and Peace 
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rules . The maroons agreed to pay homage to the governor ; to 
submit to the jurisdiction of white courts in interracial dis- 



pute s; and to qualify their control of justice in their own ter - 
ritory by petitioning for white permission to inflict the death 



penalty . Two white men, appointed by the governor, were to 
live among the maroons more or less as governors-general; 
simultaneously, Captain Cudjoe achieved official recognition 
as an officer of the Crown. 

The maroons' most important concessions transcended 
these ceremonial matters and acquiescence in a measure of 
extraterritoriality. They agreed to help repel foreign invasion 
and to return all runaway slaves to their plantations : More 
ominously : 

( Sixth, that the said Captain Cud joe and his successors do use ' 
their best endeavors to take, kill, suppress, or destroy either 
by themselves, or jointly with any other number of men, 
commanded on that service by his excellency, the Governor, 
^>r commander in chief for the time being, all rebels where- 
soever they be, throughout this island, unless they submit to 
the same terms of accommodation granted to Captain Cud joe 1 

[ and his successors. 

This compromise marked a new stage in the relations o f 
the maroons and the slaves . The earlier alliance , based on 
slave su pport for the maroons and maroon efforts to assise 
runaways , gave way to antagonism . Relations had , however . 
not proceeded smoothly even during the i6qos and the early 
eighteent h century , for free Negroes and slaves promised 
emancipation had provided some of the toughest troops sent 
a gainst the maroons . The maroons kept their word to the 
British: They ruthlessly tracked down runaways, killing 




. 



them so often that the British had to offer a premium for 
those taken alive; and they smashed new runaway colonies 
with such efficiency that they jeopardized their own survival, 
for no significant additions to maroon ranks occurred. And, 
as Barbara Kopytoff has demonstrated, they opened them- 
selves to a complex process of internal deterioration and a 
steady erosion of their political cohesion and autonomy. The 
British authorities had no doubt that the military prowess of 
the maroons was playing a major role in discouraging slave 
revolts. Moreover, although the treaty terms forbade the 
maroons from owning slaves, they did buy some without pro- 
voking the intervention of the authorities. Maroons contin- 
ued to marry slaves and to cultivate sympathetic relations 
with some, but increasingly the two groups diverged and 
passed over to animosity. 

In 1795 the slaves claimed revenge. Two maroons, gener- 
ally acknowledged as trouble-makers, fell into British hands 
and received whippings, which slaves inflicted on behalf of 
the authorities. The maroons were enraged. They cared noth- 
ing for the culprits, whom they themselves would probably 
have hanged, but they refused to tolerate the use of despised 
slaves as agents of justice. They reiterated their loyalty to the 
Crown but demanded, "Do not subject us to insult and hu- 
miliation from the very people to whom we are set in opposi- 
tion." The origins of the rising of the Trelawney maroons re- 
main obscure, although maroon suspicion of changes in Brit- 
ish administration, British fears of a new Haiti, stemming in 
part from reports of French agents among the blacks, and 
growing quarrels over landholding all played a part. The in- 
sulting incident triggered the outbreak of the great Maroon 
War of 1 7Q-) -1 796, in which the Trelawney maroons had to 



